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RECENT DISCUSSIONS OF THE CHRONOLOGY OF THE 
APOSTOLIC AGE. 



By Clyde W. Votaw, 
The University of Chicago. 



The chronological problems of the New Testament fall into three 
groups : those concerning the dates of the chief events in Jesus' 
career; those concerning the dates of the chief events during the 
generation or two following Jesus' death, the so-called apostolic age ; 
and those concerning the dates of the composition of the several New 
Testament books. In and throughout all three groups a disheartening 
uncertainty prevails in the matter of precise dates. This fact has 
always been recognized by Christian scholars. Eusebius begins his 
famous Chronicle with a warning to the reader not to expect too great 
accuracy in the chronological tables which he is about to present, for 
he thinks that Jesus' words, " It is not for you to know the times and 
seasons," are applicable not only to eschatological events, but also to 
the knowledge of all times and seasons. We have reason to sympa- 
thize with his feeling, if not with his exegesis. Here, as elsewhere, 
appears the economy of Providence, by which we have only those 
things absolutely necessary to us, not to any considerable extent those 
things which in addition we should like to have. However hopeless 
the task, the chronological problems of the New Testament are not 
allowed to rest unsolved, but continue to be a subject of unwearying 
investigation. 

So it cannot be a matter of surprise that in the past few years the 
discussion of New Testament chronology has been renewed, especially 
as concerns the dates of the chief events in the apostolic age. Dis- 
tinguished New Testament scholars in Germany and America have 
invited us to give over the current scheme of dates for the history 
recorded in Acts, and to return to a set of dates which has always had 
some, but not a majority, of advocates, and which we were coming to 
think would not be revived. According to this reinstated chronology, 
Paul's arrest at Jerusalem and first Roman imprisonment are placed 
four or five years earlier than the dates to which we had become accus- 

112 



THE CHRONOLOGY OF THE APOSTOLIC AGE 1 1 3 

tomed to assign them, and nearly all of the preceding events are 
placed correspondingly earlier. The prominent recent advocates of 
this revived chronology are Oskar Holtzmann in his Neutestamentliche 
Zeitgeschichte (1895); Blass, in his Acta Apostolorum (1895); Har- 
nack, in his Chronologic, etc. (1895), and McGiffert, in his History 
of Christianity in the Apostolic Age (1897). Evidently the subject 
must be reconsidered with great care, and already many scholars 
have entered into the renewed discussion. The accompanying chart 
will illustrate the problem and exhibit the varying recent opinions 
concerning it. 

The whole problem turns about a single point in the history, 
namely, the removal of the prisoner Paul from Caesarea to Rome. 
From this event are dated the events which precede and follow it in 
the apostolic age, on the basis of intervals definitely or indefinitely 
stated in the book of Acts and the Galatian epistle. Specific dates 
are not found in the book of Acts ; there is found only the time rela- 
tion of certain events to certain other events, and even this much 
information is not often exactly given. So the removal of Paul to 
Rome cannot be assigned to a specific date on the information con- 
tained in the Acts, and in no other first century history is the event 
itself mentioned. Its date can only be obtained, therefore, if at all, 
by a combination of data gleaned from two or more of the first cen- 
tury historians. According to the Acts account, Paul's removal took 
place in the autumn of the year (cf. Acts 27:7, 9), and followed 
within a short period (not less than a month, and presumably not more 
than a few months, cf. Acts 25: 1, 6, 13, 23; 27: 1) the arrival in 
Judea of the new procurator, Festus. Then, if we can ascertain the 
date of the arrival of Festus in Judea, we can determine pretty closely 
the date of Paul's removal to Rome. The interval which elapsed 
between the actual appointment of Festus as procurator and his 
arrival in Judea to assume control is a period to be determined. 
Upon the date of Felix' removal and Festus' accession the accounts 
of Tacitus and Josephus, when read each in the light of the other, 
disagree by several years. And, making matters still worse, the 
Eusebian Chronicle presents a third date, different from both, a year 
later than Tacitus and several years earlier than that of Josephus. 
The current date is that derived from Josephus. Harnack and Blass 
follow Eusebius ; Holtzmann and McGiffert follow Tacitus. 

The purpose of this writing is not to engage in the discussion, but 
to indicate the motives of those who advocate the revived chronology, 
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its possible harmony with the historical material in Acts and Galatians, 
the vital points of the problem, and the gains or losses which would 
follow upon the adoption of this scheme of earlier dates. 

I. 

What has caused this departure from the current view on the part 
of some of our foremost New Testament scholars ? 

Holtzmann advocates the scheme of earlier dates on the ground 
that Tacitus' date for the removal of Felix, as determined by Josephus' 
own statement, is more trustworthy than Josephus' date for the removal, 
Josephus' account not being consistent with itself. Holtzmann does 
not mention the date given by the Eusebian Chronicle. 

Blass bases his acceptance of the earlier dates upon the date given 
by the Eusebian Chronicle for the removal of Felix and the appoint- 
ment of Festus, and holds that the account of Tacitus, which supports 
the earlier dates, is more trustworthy than that of Josephus. Further, 
he argues : "We know that Nero directed against the Christians all 
the hatred and blame of that conflagration which devastated Rome in 
July, 64, for the reason that the people were hostile to them because 
of their flagitia. But in the epistle which Paul sent from Rome to the 
Philippian church, fully a year after his arrival, there is assuredly no 
indication of this popular hatred, for all things seem tranquil, and he 
writes that the Christian religion was gaining adherents, that it became 
better and better known, and that he himself, although prepared for 
all things (Phil. 1 : 20 ; 2:17), yet was confident that he would be set 
free (1 : 25 ; 2 : 24). Is it credible that there could so soon have 
arisen an animadversion so fierce against the new sect as they attribute 
to it who hold that Paul came to Rome in 61 or 62, or even 63 ? Cer- 
tainly some time must be allowed, first, for the Christians to have mul- 
tiplied greatly, and to have become known to the people of Rome; 
secondly, for the hatred of the populace to be aroused against them." 

Harnack, writing two years later than Holtzmann and Blass, takes 
the Eusebian date as determinative. Only very strong reasons should 
lead us to abandon this date, he says, and there are no such reasons. 
The Tacitus account, although it has to be corrected to agree with the 
Eusebian account, is preferred as against the Josephus account. The 
arguments of Schiirer, who in 1890, in his Jewish People in the Time 
of Christ, had supported the Josephus account against Tacitus, Harnack 
refutes at length. 

Finally, McGiffert, writing last of the four, but not having 
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Harnack's work, accepts the earlier dates on the basis of the Tacitus 
account, for three reasons : (i) because he thinks it more trustworthy 
than Josephus' account ; (2) because he has decided on other grounds 
that the Jerusalem conference came in 45 or 46, and the events in the 
Acts subsequent to the conference and previous to the Jerusalem arrest 
of Paul cannot well occupy more than seven or eight years ; (3) 
because he understands that Peter died in the Neronian persecution of 
64, and yet previous to that date he must have worked several years in 
Rome, or the tradition of his connection with that city cannot be 
explained. 1 McGiffert does not mention the date given by the Euse- 
bian Chronicle. 

Summing up, then, the reasons given by these scholars for their 
adherence to the scheme of earlier dates, they are : (1) that the Tacitus 
account, which supports it, is more trustworthy than the Josephus 
account, which opposes it (so Holtzmann, Blass, Harnack, McGiffert) ; 
(2) that the Eusebian Chronicle supports the earlier dates (so Blass, 
Harnack) ; (3) that several years' time is required, subsequent to Paul's 
first imprisonment, for the change of sentiment in Rome against the 
Christians which manifested itself in 64 (so Blass) ; (4) that several 
years' time is required, subsequent to Paul's stay in Rome, for Peter's 
work in that city, which has left so great an impress upon the Chris- 
tian history (so McGiffert) ; (5) that on other grounds the Jerusalem 
conference must be assigned to 45 or 46, and this draws back the sub- 
sequent events to the earlier dates (so McGiffert). 

'This last argument Professor McGiffert presented in detail in the American 
Journal of Theology, Vol. I, No. 1, where he says : " The prevalent opinion is that 
Peter did not reach Rome until after the close of Paul's two-years' imprisonment, 
which is commonly put into the year 63 or 64, and that he died in the persecution of 
Nero, which occurred in the summer or fall of 64. This leaves at most but a single 
year for Peter's residence in the city. But it must be confessed that it is-very difficult, 
if he was there so short a time, to account for the early and widespread tradition that 
he was bishop of the church of Rome for many years ; and still more difficult to 
explain the fact that in the memory of that church his figure overshadowed Paul's 
from an early day. Dogmatic considerations undoubtedly had much to do with the 
growth of Peter's reputation and authority, but dogmatic considerations do not alone 
account for it. Long before the Christian world had assigned him an official pre- 
eminence in the apostolic college, he was honored as the founder of the Roman 
church, and it must be evident to every careful student of primitive Christianity that 
the subsequent history of that church remains a mystery, unless some commanding 
figure, animated with the conciliatory and practical spirit which we know Peter pos- 
sessed, and representing quite another type of Christianity, made his influence power- 
fully felt in its early development." 
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II. 

But can the events of the apostolic age, as recorded in the Acts, be 
brought satisfactorily within this earlier set of dates ? If we move 
back the Jerusalem arrest of Paul to 53 or 54, making it, therefore, 
four or five years earlier than the date to which it is customarily 
assigned, is it possible to adjust the previous history to the change ? 

All agree that Paul's second and third missionary journeys together 
occupy about seven or eight years, since the periods are sufficiently 
noted in the Acts. Placing the Jerusalem arrest in 54 or 53 would 
throw the conference of Acts 15 back to 47 or 46. The only questions 
which have arisen at this point are two : (1) This arrangement would 
bring Claudius' expulsion of the Jews from Rome within the years 47 
to 49, for it was shortly after this edict that Paul reached Corinth on 
his second journey, where he found Aquila and Priscilla, who had 
lately arrived there, being driven from Rome by the measure (cf. Acts 
18 : 2). The year 49 is the date to which Orosius (Hist., vii, 6) assigns 
the edict, a date which Blass thinks he had on good authority, and 
which Holtzmann shows agrees with the shifting attitude of Claudius 
toward the Jews. There is no objection to this earlier date for Claudius' 
edict. (2) It was during or at the close of this eighteen-months' stay 
of Paul in Corinth that Gallio was proconsul of Achaia (cf. Acts 
18 : 12), so that Gallio's proconsulship must have begun in 49 or 50. 
To this the only objector has been Professor Ramsay (Expositor, 
March, 1897), who closes his discussion with the words: "The facts 
with regard to Gallio, though not favorable to the Eusebian dating, 
are capable of being explained away." It may then be said that there 
is nothing which forbids the assignment of the Jerusalem conference 
to the year 47 or 46. 

Going back a step farther, the death of Herod Agrippa I is placed 
by all in the year 44. The famine (Acts 11:28) is placed by almost 
everyone in 44 or 45, the latter year being now preferred. Between 
the famine and the conference lies a year or two, which is sufficient for 
the first missionary journey of Paul. 

The next date to investigate is that of Paul's conversion to Chris- 
tianity. For this determination the only data are given in the Galatian 
epistle (1:18; 2 : 1), where two periods are mentioned, one of three 
years and one of fourteen years, between his conversion and the Jeru- 
salem meeting with the apostles. The general judgment identifies 
this meeting of Gal. 2:1-10 with the conference recorded in Acts 15 ; 



1 1 8 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

Professor Ramsay's arguments against this identification have not 
caused any considerable change of opinion. Then with the Jerusalem 
conference in 47 or 46, three years plus fourteen years would carry us 
back to 30 or 29 for the conversion of Paul, that is, into the same year 
with Jesus' crucifixion, which we now commonly assign to the year 30, 
although it may have been in 29, as was held by Tertullian about 200 
A. D. But this reckoning is not so simple as it seems, for in the 
first place it is possible (not the more probable view) that the three- 
year period is to be included within the fourteen-year period, A?/// 
periods starting from the conversion. By that interpretation of the 
language we would place the conversion in 33 or 32. In the second 
place, the then current mode of reckoning included any portion of a 
year as an additional year in giving a number of years. So that " three 
years" might be three full years, or only one full year with small por- 
tions of two others, in all not more than a year and a half ; and " four- 
teen years " might signify a period which, in fact, was not more than 
twelve and one-half years. The seventeen-year period, therefore, is 
not necessarily longer than fourteen years, and the fourteen -year 
period (taken as including the three-year period) is not necessarily 
more than twelve years and a few months. This leaves a variable 
time of nearly five years. If the Jerusalem conference is placed in 
47 or 46, the conversion of Paul may fall anywhere between 29 and 

35- 

From this it may be seen that the assignment of Paul's conversion 

to 30 or 29 is not at all an essential feature of the scheme of earlier 

dates, although as a matter of fact Holtzmann places the conversion 

in 29, Blass apparently in 30, Harnack in 30, and McGiffert in 31 or 

32. This compresses the events recorded in Acts 1-8 into a period 

which, at the shortest, may be some six months, and from there up to 

a year or two. To this shorter time for the first eight chapters of Acts 

we are not accustomed, and yet no vaiid objection can be urged 

against it. The thing to be noted in this connection is that this 

shortening is not required by placing Paul's arrest in 53 or 54 A. D. 

In the same way we find no determining factor for the problem in 

the Arabian occupation of Damascus mentioned in 2 Cor. 11:32, 

which is supposed to record the same event as Acts 9 : 25. Schurer 

has argued that this datum does not allow the conversion of Paul to be 

earlier than 35, or possibly 34. But it is denied by Holtzmann, Blass, 

Harnack, McGiffert, Wendt, and others, that this allusion determines 

anything chronologically concerning the date of Paul's conversion. 
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The absence of Damascus coins bearing the image of Tiberius after 
33-34, or of any Roman emperor for some 25 or 30 years, which 
Schiirer notes, must be considered, yet it has not recently been 
accounted as having a determinative significance. But whichever view 
is taken of this historical item, it does not invalidate the scheme of 
earlier dates, since that scheme admits of a date for Paul's conversion 
consonant with either interpretation of the Damascus occupation by 
Aretas. 

On the whole, then, though some features of the Acts history might 
be accounted somewhat unfavorable to the revived chronology, there is 
certainly nothing which forbids it. 



[To be concluded in the March number.] 



